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McNamara Orders 


SAC to Cut Back 
Its Airborne Alert 


By John G. Norris 


Washington Post StafI Writer 

s Secretary of Defense Roberti 
J S. McNamara is drastically re- 
•'! duoing the Strategic Air Com- 
; mand’s air borne alert, which 
I has kept atomic-armed B-52 
bombers continuously aloft 
and ready to strike for the 
past five years. 

The Pentagon chief dis- 
closed the decision in secret 
testimony delivered earlier to 
■the House Appropriations 
Committee and released yes- 
terday. 

The money-saving move re- 
flects the much greater re- 
liance placed on long-range 
ballistic missiles in the Na- 
tion’s deterrence and defense 
posture, and McNamara’s view 
that the day of manned bomb- 
ers is passing. 


Joint Chiefs’ View 

| McNamara indicated that 
tie Joint Chiefs of Staff had 
opposed scrapping the air-! 
b§rne alert entirely, and add- 
ed: 


“I replied that they could 
carry out whatever airborne 
alert was consistent with the 
regular training program and 
would not require additional 
funds. I believe the Air Force 
is examining what level they 
will wish to fly under the cir- 
cumstances.” 


I Air Force spokesmen said 
jhat the airborne alert now 
hosts $103.9 million a year, 
%nd this can he sealed down 
fp $63.6 million under the re- 
duction contemplated. 
jAs McNamara noted, condi- 
tions have changed consid- 
erably since the airborne alert 
|ras put in operation in Janua- 
ry; 1961. Then th e,. Nation Jiad 
|nly__ about a haH-d ozen_ mtsr- 
| ontinentar~H ap.stic "missiles 
|nd three Polaris submarines. 
To8ar*ffier§' bare ’ more than 
900 .ICBMs in service and 36 
*T*p!ans subs at sea, carrying 


S l yilsai t es^,. 

dar Improved 

'Moreover, the radar warn- 
ing net five years ago could 
not provide much more than 
15 minutes warning of an ene- 
my missile attack, which 
would not assure that SAC 
bombers on ground alert 
could get off the ground be- 
fore the missiles struck. To- 
day’s radars can detect mis- 
siles as they arise, giving 
something approaching a 30- 
minute warning. 

Improved communications 
and procedures also should 
enable SAC bombers to get 
off the ground faster in an 
emergency. The SAC ground 
alert, under which half of the 
Nation’s 600 B-52s are kept on 
airstrips, with crews standing 
by, ready to get aloft within ■ 
15' minutes of a warning, will 1 
be continued intact. 

Normally, something like a 


dipen B-52s are kept on air- 
borne alert. In an emergency 
considerably more — perhaps 
7 $ — can be put up and such a 
force be maintained aloft for 
^considerable period. 
Advantage Noted 
J This was done during the 
puban crisis of 1962, 'and 
Jnany believe this positive 
demonstration of American 
determination and intent in- 
fluenced Russia to back down, 
fhis is an advantage pos- 
sessed by bombers -over mis- 
sies that is often cited by 
bomber advocates. 

At SAC Headquarters in 
Omaha, an Air Force spokes- 
man said that a sufficient 
force of B-52s will continue to 
be kept on airborne alert to 
maintain training proficiency. 
^Iso, they said, SAC will con- 
tinue to be prepared for some 
time to send many bombers 
dn airborne alert quickly “to 
demonstrate national intent.” 

A large stockpile of B-52 
parts has been built up to per- 
mit a sizeable airborne force 
to be maintained for a consid- 
erable period. McNamara said 
he felt the Air Force should 
begin to eat into those spare 
parts rather than continue or- 
ders of the present size in 
view of changed conditions. 



